The purpose of this research is to test the impact of the graduate IT orientation courses, both on the student body and the faculty. The project surveyed the manner of delivery of "IT Basics" on graduate courses in three different "trend-setting" universities in Iran to uncover any shifts or development in training philosophy. Course delivery was analyzed from the standpoint of content, course requirements, instructor/students expectations, as well as instruction style. The comparison aimed to test the impact of the IT orientation courses, both on the student body and the faculty. The paper will outline the differences in student cohort (social and ethnic background), the courses and the staff and students attitude to the courses.
Introduction
LIS graduate students usually are trained for mid management positions in libraries. This is in stark contrast to the fact that the current number of mostly state funded libraries cannot employ the majority of LIS graduates. In many cases, the library and information graduates do not receive any exposure to any aspect of IT development work including basic ICDL skills or programming. More often the time-worn explanation of budgetary constraints and even cultural backgrounds are offered as a reason. Some departments have tried to become more IT intensive, especially in the graduate courses. However, cultural and budgetary obstacles often make their investments less productive. Given the ethnic and social diversity in Iran, it is the project team's belief that the lessons learned here could be of some value to other countries who have a wide-varying spectrum of ICT preparedness among their student bodies.
Developing lifelong learners is central to the mission of higher education institutions. By ensuring that individuals have the intellectual abilities of reasoning and critical thinking, and by helping them construct a framework for learning how to learn, colleges and universities provide the foundation for continued growth throughout their careers, as well as in their roles as informed citizens and members of communities. Information literacy is a key component of, and contributor to, lifelong learning. Information literacy competency extends learning beyond formal classroom settings and provides practice with self-directed investigations as individuals move into internships, first professional positions, and increasing responsibilities in all arenas of life. (ALA, 2000)
Background
There are 71 LIS departments operating in Iran. Less than 10% of these departments offer undergraduate, graduate and post-graduate courses in LIS. All of them offer courses in information and communication technology. Most follow the guidelines set by the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology (MSRT) drafted in late 1980's. However, none follow the guidelines exactly due to either the fact that they deem it outdated or in cases of Islamic Azad University Franchises, they lack the qualified instructors. It is not unexpected that in the majority of these departments the students do not receive any exposure to any aspect of ICT development work, let alone the ability to play a role in development of an information fluency of their future clients. Some departments have tried to become more IT intensive, especially in the graduate courses. However obstacles imposed by corporate culture and budgetary constraints often make their investments less productive.
Many of these departments often try to play safe and follow the program variations offered in major, trend-setting universities. In this scenario the Islamic Azad University of Tehran for instance, pretty much copies the program offered by say University of Tehran, down to even bringing in the same instructors.
Even then, there seems to be a wide variation in the instructional models. Sometimes these variations are due to different educational philosophies, which range from training drills to cooperative learning. The problem is more pronounced at graduate level. In the aftermath of Iranian Cultural Revolution, the universities were barred from enrolling students in courses that directly led to Masters. Therefore, every year the universities generally have to enroll students who have taken the Iranian version of GRE. There are no interviews involved. If you make the score, you can enroll. This would mean that suddenly an LIS graduate student from say New Yazd University who have received a perfunctory instruction in IT, suddenly finds himself/herself enrolled in an IT intensive graduate course. More often than not, the ICT instructor just teaches away maintaining that it is the student's problem for not having received adequate grounding in ICT.
Course Descriptions and Variation
In Iran all universities and institutes of higher learning are monitored by the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology [MSRT] . MSRT sets the guidelines and even the syllabi for courses taught at universities. The IT orientation course suggested by MSRT is known as "Information Technology and Systems". It is two credit units 1 aimed at familiarizing LIS graduate students with the application of technology in delivery of library, information and documentary services as well as design and analysis of information systems. As it can be seen, the aim is to teach the manner of deploying information technology for information services. The course designers presumed that the students are already familiar with basic IT and communication technologies as well as basic programming. In essence the course designers presumed that the basic IT skills development has already been addressed at undergraduate level. This is not so in the majority of cases. Most of the universities' computer rooms are either closed to the undergraduate students' altogether or only available for two hours a week. Even in dormitories there is only one computer room, often with limited or no internet access. The problem is further compounded by less than average command of English displayed by majority of students.
Methodology
The project surveyed the manner of delivery of "ICT Basics" on graduate courses in three different "trend-setting" universities in Iran to uncover any shifts or development in training philosophy. What we were interested in was to see whether there were any attempts to find a balance between basic library skills and IT skills to serve as a basis for information literacy or fluency. Initially we intended to use the SCONUL Seven Pillar model for information literacy (Town, 2000) . However, initial surveys indicated that due to the paucity of transcultural factors (Naghshineh, 2003) we cannot use the model for the Iranian situation unless we entirely focus on just a specific, often affluent segment of the student body. Furthermore, since the students were required to employ ICT solutions for development of servicescape at various community levels, the emphasis was more on developing a technological outlook. Thus of SCONUL Seven Pillars only parts dealing with need assessment, addressing the gap and content (service) creation or synthesis was adopted. Furthermore the literacy standard was broken into four skill components of: writing literacy, mathematical literacy, visual literacy and technical literacy.
We decided to analyze Course delivery from the stand point of content, course requirements, instructor/students expectations, as well as instruction style. It was decided to focus on IT Orientation course and compare different programs in trend setting universities. The comparison aimed to test the impact of the IT orientation courses, both on the student body and the faculty. For this purpose three trend setting LIS departments were chosen. These were located at University of Tehran, Al-Zahra University and Tarbiyyat Modarres University. Both Al Zahra and Tarbiyyat Modarres LIS faculties have the same program.
Since Al-Zahra University is female-only educational institution, the authors chose not to pursue the gender related issues in information literacy. Furthermore, the study was confined to only graduate students. Therefore, it was essential to ascertain the average level of students' understanding of basic IT concepts that was prerequisite for the course. Then to see whether this level is adequate enough to ensure clear and complete assimilation of the topics covered.
A questionnaire was distributed among the students covering areas such as familiarity with computer applications as well as English language Fluency. A 5-point Likert-type scale for each of the questions was used; which 1 means absolutely unfamiliar and 5 means absolutely familiar. Using modified SCONUL model as a guide, the questionnaire also addressed familiarity with general and professional IT as well as library-related concepts. Furthermore, the mode of instruction delivery was observed first hand in real time. In effect, the observers were present during the 17-week length of the course.
What do we mean by IT?
IT Skills in Persian means Fanvarzi Etela'ati. Fanvarzi has no close match in English; it roughly translates as the one with technical prowess to manipulate and control information.
To measure students' IT skills, we extracted a list of general IT skills from ICDL outline and sources, which faculties used them. These subjects are: The average of students' age is 24.7, which the youngest is 22 and the older is 34.
Majority of their undergraduate degree is Library and Information Sciences (percentage88.88).
All of the employed students work in LIS related jobs.
On the scale of one to five, the average English language skill was 2.67. While the students needed daily access to computers for 3.5 hours, but the average access time was at 2.5 hours. However, only a third of the student population received any formal training in working with computers. In fact, at the end of the term, 85% of the students believed that basic concepts in ICT should be thoroughly covered by the instructor, allowing students to internalize it while the rest prefer the assumption that students are already familiar with these concepts. Skills in maximum range are:
1. Search the internet, Web portals, Browsers, Search engines; 2. Email; 3. Basic concepts of computers.
Consequently, we can express that:
These students are more familiar with those subjects in IT, which are used in daily works. When the subjects become more professional, they announced most unfamiliar answers.
The students, themselves, believe that they aren't sufficiently familiar with IT concepts and they think training these concepts is essential for this course (percentage85.18).
Faculties 6.2.1. University of Tehran
At this stage we need to understand how these courses are deployed. The ICT orientation course at University of Tehran is being offered for two years now. The core syllabus is centered on a web-enhanced text book, Understanding Information Technology In essence, the Graduate LIS Students, under Tehran university program are required to become adept at various aspects of IT impinging on their profession to be able to provide solutions to pre-set situations that they would face outside the academia.
Over the course of seventeen weeks, the instructor moves the students through various aspects of ICT. While the lectures are delivered in Farsi, the text books are all in English. Should the Instructor feels it necessary, he can initiate compensating classes. The University of Tehran course, while still complies with MSRT guidelines as with the credit unit (it is still two, but will be upgraded to a three credit unit course), but is essentially lasts 34 weeks. Before the end of the 17 th week, the students are required to write up a proposal on an IT project they wish to pursue. If such a proposal is not received, the instructor would provide a mandatory topic. The ICT project is often taken from real world scenarios. The students will have 17 weeks to carry out their projects during which they have access to the laboratory and if necessary would be introduced to any research facility, within or outside University of Tehran, deemed relevant to the project progress. While there is some form of internal project scoring and assessment involved, the students either pass or fail the course. In essence the University of Tehran IT orientation course attempts to simulate what the students would expect to experience in the real environment. The educational philosophy is that while a certain level of IT skill is expected, the student must prove that he/she is on track with having fluency in it. University of Tehran definition of ICT is very broad and actually emphasizes on deployment and empowerment. The washout rate is presently at 50%. The course, offered by University of Tehran, was considered to be too demanding, especially since the students had no prior exposure to the course delivery mode which was slanted more on engineering. The focus of the course was not on teaching the IT basics, but on how to use IT for problem solving. The course has no grades just a pass and fail standard. The course at University of Tehran is actually considered to be insensitive to students IT background. The instructors however maintain that they are always available to students to answer their questions and most often than not schedule additional task per individual students. The instructors also maintain that they provide the students with a CDROM containing not only the course textbook but also twenty other reference titles covering areas such as servicescape design, web design to finance, and project management. The students on the other hand, took exception to the heavy workload and believed that the project performance analysis regime in force does not adequately gauge their learning.
The University of Tehran program emphasizes on critical thinking and creativity using IT as a tool for empowerment. This is explored through exhaustive case studies. Students are given an intensive orientation in various aspects of ICT including their social impact. The grade is either pass or fail and the students are required to actually design a solution for a real-world problem.
Currently the University of Tehran ICT orientation program is being redesigned to incorporate some of the lessons learned. One is that there would be two tracks, with one track dedicated to a few students who wish to pursue a career as a system librarian. The students would be instructed using a team teaching approach. They would be taught management and deployment of technical assets as well as information audit. The other track would be helping the students to learn the skills necessary to embed the information service within research and development activities within both academic and industrial environment.
In essence, the Graduate LIS Students, under University of Tehran program are required to become adept at various aspects of IT impinging on their profession to be able to provide solutions to pre-set situations that they would face outside. This faculty uses a technical training method in this course and final output is a project report. The student should use Bryson model which is taught by faculty. Student's problems are: 1. Being unfamiliar with IT and IS concepts, because of the lack of coverage of these subjects in the course, (the undergraduate LIS emphasis is on traditional aspects of LIS); 2. Offering information in high level and high quantity; 3. Lack of sufficient background in research;
Their opinions and suggestions are: 1. Faculty should cover most basic concepts of IT and applications of IT exactly; 2. If the IT concepts are not being learnt, students can't find any application and solution for work;
Al Zahra University and Tarbiyyat Modaress University
It is the first time that Al Zahra University has offered a graduate LIS course. The course at Al Zahra University, which is identical to that of Tarbiyyat Modaress University, follows a different educational philosophy. They used a lecture and term papers approach. The programs of these two Universities emphasize group work, partnership, self-studying and research in related subjects of lecture. students do not have enough background to make their presentations, so these presentations do not have a suitable framework and foundation, and are not deep enough. But the Al Zahra University LIS department believes that this method encourages the graduate student to hone her information seeking and presentation skills and it is an effective practice to do research.
Analysis
From the standpoint of covering the basics, the University of Tehran course is comprehensive, since it is essentially based on corporate training model. Furthermore every technical issue is also explored from the standpoint of its impact on the society. However the tempo of instruction is quick. The University of Tehran acknowledges the fast pace of instruction but maintains that if a student establishes a regular reading program of the materials already issued it would not be an issue of concern. Furthermore, given the 17 weeks the students have to submit their projects, they would have time to go over any gap areas. LIS department head maintains that the instructor most often assists the students with their projects. University of Tehran has a well equipped laboratory capable of supporting various student projects, from document delivery, to ambient computing to digital security. It also has internship agreements with a number of information research institutes.
While Al Zahra lacks a laboratory where students can perform their study assignments in ICT, it is less stressful. It has a degree of familiarity for LIS graduate since it does not depart from its academic training model. The course does expose the students to current themes in information science as well as honing their information acquisition and presentation skills. It also takes note of in student cohort (social and ethnic background). As indicated before the two IT orientation courses are based on different educational philosophies. University of Tehran faculty has a technical approach and the others have an academic approach in education.
At the end of the course, it was decided to take another survey. The analysis of student expectations at the end of the course often demonstrates that in the final analysis the students would not mind being pushed to overcome their professional handicaps and skill gaps.
Another issue that both courses seem short on addressing is the differences in students' social and cultural backgrounds. This is more manifest in University of Tehran where the instruction relies heavily on intellectual exchange and the student willingness to speak up. In the culture of many Iranian ethnic groups it is often considered rude to question a teacher or even talk in the class.
Conclusion
The University of Tehran course while covering the bases is often outside what the students are familiar with. During four years undergraduate training, most LIS students typically are not encouraged to think outside the box let alone developing problem solving skills. Instead of being taught how to think, they are often encouraged towards what to think. This unfamiliarity often gives rise to resistance. Perhaps the best course of action would be for it to be offered at two levels or broken down into two segments offered consecutively. University of Tehran is currently exploring a two track program where more promising students capable of coping with the pressure would be chosen for the "extensive program" and the rest following a basic program. This may be more effective in enhancing the ability to develop students IT-based problem solving skills.
